<Research Note> Using a \u27Local Learner Corpora\u27 to Analyze Academic Writing by グリフィス マイケル & Michael Griffiths
Teachers and researchers often have a shared interested in understanding the nature of 
learner academic writing. In particular, learner use of personal pronouns and sentence-initial 
coordinating conjunctions are two linguistic features commonly covered in past research. 
The development of ‘local learner corpora’ are often seen as one method both teachers and 
researchers can use to gain a better understanding of the academic writing of a cohort of 
learners. This study investigated whether the ‘local learner corpora’ approach is a reliable 
method for analyzing learner academic writing. While some significant results that were in 
line with other studies were found, the current study explains a number of precautions that 
should be taken during the corpus development and analysis stages.
Key Words  : Learner Corpora, Corpus Linguistics, Academic Writing, Second-Language 
Acquisition




Corpus Linguistics continues to influence the 
field of English Language Teaching and its associ-
ated areas of materials development, curriculum 
design, language assessment and classroom peda-
gogy. Unfortunately, the most widely known and 
freely available corpora have often only compiled 
native speaker data. The most well-known example 
is the British National Corpus (BNC). Although 
it is extremely large in size and includes a variety 
of texts, it is not entirely useful for most English 
language teachers. This is because the native speaker 
language in the BNC differs greatly from language 
produced by learners. This is also due to the fact that 
native speaker data and learner data are not always 
comparable. Learners have often not reached a high 
level of proficiency and their writing is not yet fully 
developed. Therefore, direct comparisons between a 
native speaker and learner data do not always yield 
useful results.
In contrast to native speaker corpora, learner 
corpora can focus on the language produced by 
this group. Learner corpora have provided data 
that is closer to the needs of language teachers and 
their requirements in their roles (Granger, 2015b). 
Granger (2008: 259) gives a working definition of 
a learner corpus as “electronic collections of texts 
produced by language learners”. Researchers have 
often promoted how to compile a learner corpus, 
the uses of a learner corpus in their profession and 
their direct applications in the language classroom 
(Granger, 2003; Gabrielatos, 2005). However, corpus 
compilation is often seen to be a highly technical and 
time consuming process (Krishnamurthy & Kosem, 
2007).
Seidlhofer (2002) introduced the notion of a ‘local 
learner corpora’. The concept was intended to make 
corpora development more applicable to learners 
and teachers by using learner writing produced by 
the learners in their classes. Although Seidlhofer 
initially proposed that learners can examine their 
own written production to facilitate their learning 
process, teachers can also utilize this approach. 
Teachers can pose research questions specific to 
their teaching context and analyze data from their 
learners. Granger (2012:7) describes ‘local learner 
corpora’ as being “collected by teachers as part of 
their normal teaching activities and directly used as 
a basis for classroom materials.” This allows teachers 
to focus solely on data from their learners and ensure 
any conclusions made from this would be highly 
valid and applicable to their teaching context. Millar 
and Lehtenin (2008) outline the process of compiling 
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a ‘DIY local learner corpora’ and applications made 
possible from them.
A major area of analysis for learner corpus 
research (LCR) is academic writing. Teachers and 
researchers alike often comment on the informal 
or ‘chatty’ nature of learner academic writing (c.f. 
Gilquin & Paquot, 2008). Anecdotally, the incidence 
of these features in many learner groups at university 
level is often found to be quite common. Time in 
classes and space in materials are often committed to 
remedying this in learner writing.
The overuse1 of personal pronouns and sentence-
initial coordinating conjunctions are often cited as 
examples of problematic academic writing features 
for learners. Granger and Rayson (1998) found 
that students overused first and second person 
pronouns and the argumentative verb ‘think’ in the 
International Corpus of Learner English (ICLE) 
compared to the Louvain Corpus of Native English 
Essays (LOCNESS). In addition, Gilquin and Paquot 
(2008) found an overuse of the first person pronoun 
‘I’ and sentence-initial ‘and’ in the ICLE compared 
to the native-speaker BNC. Similarly, Rundell and 
Granger (2007) reported an overuse of the phrase ‘I 
think’ when comparing the ICLE to a corpus mostly 
based on the academic sections of the BNC.
A similar set of results has been found in the 
writing of Japanese learners of English. McCrostie 
(2008) found an overuse of first and second person 
pronouns and the phrase ‘I think’ when comparing 
academic writing in a local learner corpus to native 
speaker corpora. However, it should be noted that only 
raw and normalized frequencies were reported in this 
study and no statistics are provided on how to account 
for the size differences between the corpora. Foss 
(2009) also found an overuse of first person pronouns 
in the Japanese Learner English Blog Corpus (JLEBC) 
compared to the BNC. As the researcher in this study 
notes, the blog medium may carry a highly personal 
tone and therefore may account for the overuse of 
the first person pronouns. Natsukari (2012) reported 
that the first person pronoun ‘I’ was overused in the 
ICLE Japanese subcorpus (ICLE-JP) compared to the 
LOCNESS British and American subcorpora. This 
study also found that ‘I’ was used to explain personal 
matters and give opinions, and was the most common 
collocate of ‘I’ was ‘think’. However, the same criti-
cisms of the statistics reported in McCrostie (2008) 
are present for Natsukari (2012). Furthermore, the 
LOCNESS is comprised of native speaker student data. 
Native speaker students have often been found to exhibit 
some problems with personal pronouns compared to 
‘expert’ academic writers (Gilquin & Paquot, 2008).
For classroom teachers, and designers of mate-
rials and assessment, it would be extremely beneficial 
if they had a tool or method that would allow them 
determine how ‘academic’ their students’ writing is 
compared to other reference corpora. Unfortunately, 
it is still unclear as to whether the method used by 
Millar and Lehtenin (2008) produces valid results 
for teachers. This is because most ‘local learner 
corpora’ will be small by nature. This means that it 
must first be determined what features are present 
or absent, or over- or under-used in the data. Given 
that any learner and native speaker corpora used as a 
comparison will differ in size and design to the ‘local 
learner corpora’, particular care must be taken when 
analyzing results and drawing conclusions.
Therefore, the present study investigated whether 
a ‘local learner corpora’ developed by a teacher 
assists in the identification of informal features 
in learners’ academic writing. The two features 
analyzed in this study were first person pronouns and 
sentence-initial coordinating conjunctions. Therefore, 
the following research questions were posed:
1) Are first person pronouns and sentence-initial 
coordinating conjunctions present in the ‘local 
learner corpora’?
2) Are first person pronouns and sentence-initial 
coordinating conjunctions over- or under-
used in the ‘local learner corpora’ compared 
to the ICLE-JP and British Academic Written 
English (BAWE) corpus?
3) Does the development of a ‘local learner 
corpora’ provide teachers with a reliable data 




All participants (n=45) were second year non-
English major Japanese undergraduate students in 
the Blue, or Advanced, stream of an English for 
Academic Purposes (EAP) program. The students 
1 Gilquin and Granger (2015:425) define over- and underuse as “the use of significantly fewer or more instances of a particular item as compared to the 
reference corpus.” These terms have found to be problematic in LCR as their meanings are often misinterpreted (Granger, 2015a). As Gilquot and Paquin 
(2008:45) state: “It is important to note that the terms “overuse” and “underuse” are descriptive, not prescriptive, terms: they merely refer to the fact that 
a linguistic form is found significantly more or less in the learner corpus than in the reference corpus.” However, Granger (2015a:19) concludes on this 
point by stating that for learners in advanced levels overuse or underuse is “probably a sign that the learners’ lexical repertoire needs to be expanded.”
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had already completed three semesters of academic 
writ ing classes. The par t icipants were in the 
researcher’s Special Topics (ST) course and were 
from three different classes. The participants all 
volunteered to be part of the current study. 18 of the 
participants were male and 27 of the participants 
were female. The participants had a mean score 
of 458 on the TOEFL iTP which was used in the 
program for class placement and tracking progress. 
These scores represented their most recent scores 
while undertaking the ST course.
Course
ST classes are content-based, integrated skills 
courses where students are expected to research, 
write and present on the specified topic area of the 
class. Students from three ST classes gave consent 
for use of their writing in this study. The researcher 
taught all three of these classes. The ST course 
followed a 13-week program where students studied 
future issues in Japan via texts, videos and discus-
sions. Assessment of student writing was done in 
two separate assignments that were completed at 
home by the students. For the first assignment, the 
students followed a research-presentation-writing 
process whereas for second assignment the process 
was research-writing-presentation. The first assign-
ment was submitted in ninth week of the course and 
second assignment was submitted in twelfth week.
The first assignment required the students to 
describe a future problem scenario they believed 
would occur in Japan’s future. The second assignment 
required the students to select one of three problems 
in Japan, automation, internet café refugees or over-
work to suicide, and describe the chosen problem 
and suggest solutions. For both assignments students 
were instructed to use accurate grammar, appropriate 
vocabulary and adhere to academic writing conven-
tions used in their faculty and level of study.
Corpus compilation
Students submitted their writing to Turnitin. 
This involved the students uploading Microsoft 
Word documents to the Turnitin website. The 
researcher then compiled the writing assignments of 
the students who had given consent. Following the 
procedure outlined in Millar and Lehtinen (2008), 
the writing assignments were further compiled into a 
‘DIY local learner corpora’. This involved converting 
Microsoft Word files to Text (.txt) files, and then 
anonymizing the data. The result was a ‘local learner 
corpus’ titled as Special Topics – Japan (ST-JP).
LCR often involves the use of comparison 
corpora to analyze two or more sets of data. 
This allows researchers to utilize the Contrastive 
Interlanguage Approach (CIA) (see Granger (2015a) 
for an overview). The CIA approach has been used 
since the 1990s and involves comparing a native 
speaker corpus (NL) against a learner corpus (inter-
language or IL) as well as comparison between two 
learner corpora (Granger, 1996) (see Figure 1).
Figure 1: Contrastive Interlanguage Analysis 
(Granger, 1996)
The two comparison corpora selected for this study 
were the ICLE-JP (untimed section)2 and the BAWE 
(see Table 1 for a summary). The ICLE-JP (untimed 
section) was selected as the data in this corpus comes 
from Japanese undergraduate students and references 
and quotations had already been removed by the 
researchers, thus matching the ST-JP corpus (Granger, 
Dagneaux, Meunier and Paquot, 2009). The BAWE 
was selected as it is solely comprised of academic 
writing whereas many other native speaker corpora 
are comprised of writing from other genres and 
mediums (Alsop and Nesi, 2009). Furthermore, the 
data in the BAWE comes from writing submitted by 
undergraduate and postgraduate students from British 
universities. One issue with the BAWE for the current 
study was that it included a large number of quotations 
and references. Fortunately, these two parts of the texts 
had been tagged as part of the design of the BAWE. 
Therefore, frequency counts were not conducted until 
these had been removed from any results.
2 The untimed section of the ICLE-JP included essays written by learners at home (not under exam conditions) and included the use of reference tools 
(Granger, Dagneaux, Meunier and Paquot, 2009). These conditions match those used for the writing assignments in the ST course of the current study 
and those included in the BAWE.
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Data analysis
Raw frequencies for each feature of analysis were 
determined using the concordance tool AntConc 
(Anthony, 2014). Normalized frequencies (occurrences 
per million words) were also calculated for easier 
comparisons between corpora. To determine over- or 
under-use but still account for the different sizes for the 
corpora in the present study, log likelihood (LL) ratios 
were determined.3 The Log Likelihood and Effect Size 
Calculator from the Lancaster University Centre for 
Computer Corpus Research on Language was used to 
calculate these ratios (Rayson, undated). The website 
states the following ratios, p< .05 for a critical value of 
3.84; p<  .01 for 6.63; p< .001 for 10.83 where higher 
ratios mean a higher level of significance.
Findings
The raw and subsequent normalized frequencies 
below in Table 2 were found in the data. Initially, 
it appears that first person pronouns and sentence 
initial coordinating conjunctions have been used to 
some extent in the ST-JP corpora. This was expected 
because the participants in the study were all English 
language learners who have not reached a highly 
developed level of academic writing. However, an 
understanding of how this compared to other corpora 
was not clear. Therefore, it was evident that these 
features warranted further investigation as intended 
in this study.
Personal Pronouns
When comparing the two reference corpora (the 
ICLE-JP (untimed) and the BAWE), it was found that 
all first person pronouns were overused in the ICLE-JP 
(untimed) (See Table 5 in Appendix 1). Furthermore, 
these results were all found to be significant (all 
better than p< .001). When comparing the ICLE-JP 
(untimed) to the ST-JP, all first person pronouns were 
found to be underused and these results were to the 
same level of significance as stated above (see Table 4 
in Appendix 1).
However, when comparing the ST-JP and the 
BAWE, only the first person pronoun ‘I’ was found 
to be overused (see Table 3). Additionally, this result 
was not found to be significant. This result was 
Table 1: Summary of corpora in present study
ST-JP ICLE-JP (untimed) BAWE
Native / Learner Learner Learner Native











Universities Kwansei Gakuin University 21 Japanese universities 3 British universities
Nationalities Japanese Japanese British
Quotations Nil Nil Removed in present study
References Nil Nil Removed in present study
Size 22044 words 73418 words 6,688,806 words
3 LL ratios are preferable as they have found still to be reliable when the results yield low frequencies and they also do not assume that data follows a 
normal distribution (Dunning, 1993; Rayson and Garside, 2000).
 STJP  ICLE-JP (Untimed)  BAWE  
 Raw Normalized Raw Normalized Raw Normalized
I 43.00 1950.64 1199.00 16331.14 9921.00 1483.22
You 7.00 317.55 269.00 3663.95 2556.00 382.13
We 20.00 907.28 884.00 12040.64 12811.00 1915.29
       
my 3.00 136.09 176.00 2397.23 3144.00 470.04
your 0.00 0.00 47.00 640.17 1294.00 193.46
our 6.00 272.18 226.00 3078.26 4081.00 610.12
       
me 1.00 45.36 80.00 1089.65 1137.00 169.99
us 0.00 0.00 136.00 1852.41 2413.00 360.75
       
And 14.00 635.09 173.00 2356.37 707.00 105.70
So 22.00 998.00 120.00 1634.48 1324.00 197.94
But 8.00 362.91 200.00 2724.13 1294.00 193.46
Table 2: Raw and Normalized Frequencies
N.B. The normalized figures represent the number of words per million (wpm).  
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unexpected as the raw frequency of ‘I’ was quite 
high and demanded further exploration.
* “+” denotes an overuse in the ST-JP (relative to the BAWE), “-” 
denotes an underuse in the ST-JP (relative to the BAWE)









   
me - 2.85
us - 15.88




A further analysis of the ST-JP data revealed 
that 37% of the occurrences of ‘I’ were used in the ‘I 
think’ collocation. Although the writing assignments 
instructed the students to include their own ideas and 
opinions, this result was somewhat surprising. This 
is because the students in the Blue, or Advanced, 
stream are explicitly taught that personal pronouns 
should not be included in academic writing. Further 
analysis of these occurrences was required to deter-
mine more about their nature. Concordance lines 
revealed that the participants were attempting to give 
their opinions on their writing topic (see Figure 2).
An additional 23% of the occurrences of ‘I’ were 
used in a text organization functions (see Figure 3).
Sentence initial coordinating conjunctions
Similar results found in the analysis of sentence 
initial coordinating conjunctions; overused in the 
ICLE-JP (untimed) relative to the BAWE (see Table 
5 in Appendix 1) and underused in the ICLE-JP 
(untimed) relative to the ST-JP (see Table 4 in 
Appendix 1). Again, these results yield a high degree 
of significance (all better than p< .001).
Results for sentence initial ‘and’ and ‘so’ were 
found to indicate overuse in the ST-JP relative to the 
BAWE at a significant level (both better than p< .001) 
(See Table 3). However, sentence initial ‘but’ did not 
reveal a significant result. Further analysis of these 
results indicate that most occurrences of sentence 
initial coordinating conjunctions could be substituted 
for more appropriate words or cohesive devices (i.e. 
And → In addition, So → Therefore, But → However) 
(see Figure 4). Furthermore, 35% of the ‘and’ occur-
rences indicate a ‘doubling up’ of cohesive devices, for 
example, ‘And also’ or ‘And finally’. The first concor-
dance line in Figure 4 is an example of this.
Figure 2: Concordance lines from ST-JP showing ‘I think’
is a comic, music, game, and animation. I think that they are affecting the Japanese
know and to teach them. In particular, I think that Japanese Anime contribute to economic
many foreign people on a year. Thus I think that Ghibli has the power to
development economic of Japan. The reason why I think so, Japanese animation has become the
sounds like the instruction of dystopia, but I think it is crucially important to become
Figure 3: Concordance lines from ST-JP showing ‘I’ being used to organize the text
First, I will explain about the problem with overwork.
result, Japan’s economy grows up. Next, I will explain about the solutions of this 
the bulling, disease and anything. This time, I will describe that overwork has become a 
time. The situation will become normal. Then, I will explain the solution of this problem. 
I will explain about cool Japan connecting with
Figure 4: Concordance lines from ST-JP showing sentence initial coordinating conjunctions
Style as quite different from other countries. And also this leads to a disadvantage when
people with the money to study abroad. And, they can acquire many knowledge and open-
hospitality can’t see other foreign counties. And, this culture is valued by other country.
to see the sumo abroad of television. So, sumo for people overseas but not the
Kyoto is very famous from young people. So, many more people will put the force 
to touch or know Japanese culture more. So, more and more foreign people would interested
will mix foreign culture more and more. But in Japan, some people say that Japanese 
gn countries, especially animation is emphasized. But in 2050, in Japan, culture change one of 
y effective way to advertise Japanese attraction. But, it is important to know that advertise
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Discussion
The results above were found when comparing 
the ST-JP against two reference corpora. However, 
this should not be interpreted to mean that the 
standard of the writing in the ST-JP corpus is more 
proficient or deficient in comparison. The CIA 
approach used in LCR allows researchers to make 
‘reliable quantitative comparisons’ (Granger, 2015a). 
Neither the ICLE-JP or the BAWE provide a model 
for learners to aim towards. By its own nature, LCR 
cannot seek to judge learner corpus data against a 
native speaker or learner ‘norm’. Instead it seeks to 
better describe learner language.
Teachers seeking to address the linguistic features 
from the present study have a number of options to 
choose from. First, occasional use could be ignored 
as the BAWE indicates that native speakers often 
use these features in their own academic writing too 
(Granger, 2015a). Second, using the same approach 
as many contemporary dictionaries and coursebooks, 
course materials in EAP writing courses could include 
concordance lines as examples of incorrect use along-
side corrected versions (c.f. Gilquin and Paquot, 2007). 
Third, taking a Learning-Driven Data (LDD) approach 
based on a learner corpora of the learners own writing, 
they can be instructed on how identify and analyze it 
for these linguistic features (c.f. Seidlhofer, 2002).
Choosing to ignore this part of the learners’ 
language acquisition could be seen as a solution for 
teachers as the native speaker corpus also shows usage 
of them. Often various fields of study have different 
stances on usage of these features. This would mean 
that learners would need to be aware of the ‘rules’ 
of usage in their own fields and adhere to them. This 
process expects learners to ‘acculturate’ themselves 
into their chosen fields. However, this option does not 
provide students with a deeper understand of a variety 
of academic lexical features that they may come across 
in their reading of research or need to use in future 
writing. Furthermore, it does not equip learners with 
knowledge that would allow them to read across a 
number of fields of study. This has recently become a 
desirable research skill.
Using concordance lines from learner writing in 
the course materials (see Figure 4 for an example) 
would allow learners to see what errors or weak-
nesses are present in learner writing. Initially, teachers 
could simply provide concordance lines with correct 
and incorrect usage. Once learners are familiar with 
this approach more challenging tasks could be used. 
These challenging tasks could include identifying the 
errors or weaknesses, and then making changes to 
the concordance lines in an attempt to improve the 
writing. Although the learners would need some initial 
training on this approach, they should quickly become 
more adept at improving learner-level writing. This 
option could be informed by the approach taken in the 
present study whereby the teacher seeks to identify 
features, analyze them quantitatively and qualitatively, 
and finally, make comparisons to reference corpora. 
The approach should inform teachers as to whether 
time should be spent on a particular language feature.
LDD is a different approach to usual Data-driven 
Learning which focuses on native speaker corpus data 
(Seidlhofer, 2002). In this alternate approach, learner 
writing is compiled into a ‘DIY learner corpus’ by 
the teacher and then analyzed and explored by the 
learners with support from the teacher. This can be 
done through a series of specifically designed tasks 
where the aim is for the learners to notice differ-
ences between their writing and a reference materials 
corpus. Once they have achieved this, the learners 
should also be able to identify ways to improve their 
own writing. Seidlhofer (2002) noted that learner 
motivation and applicability to the learner context 
were two advantages of LDD.
Limitations of the Study
As this study used a ‘local learner corpora’ 
approach, the findings are only relevant for the cohort 
measured. This means that researchers should not 
generalize these findings to other similar cohorts and 
will need to analyze academic writing produced by 
participants from those specific cohorts. Researchers 
seeking to generalize to Japanese learners at univer-
sity as a whole would also need to follow a more 
traditional LCR approach and use a larger corpus 
that draws from a number of cohorts. Although 
the inability to generalize findings in the present 
study can be considered a limitation, the specificity 
of these findings to the context of the teacher and 
students in the study are highly desirable. This is 
one of the main strengths of a ‘local learner corpora’ 
approach as opposed to using other native speaker or 
learner corpora.
In addition, the relatively small size of the ST-JP 
corpus may have created some issues as the linguistic 
features being analyzed were found to be present in 
low frequencies. Most statistical analysis methods 
find this problematic (c.f. Dunning, 1993; Rayson 
and Garside, 2000). This is one issue that is inherent 
to the nature of a ‘local learner corpora’ approach. 
However, there is no practical solution to this for 
classroom teachers as it is often not possible to collect 
large amounts of data. One possible solution for this 
could be to repeat the method a second time thereby 
132
Journal  of  Policy  Studies   No.53  (March  2017)
doubling the amount of data that could be analyzed. 
This may confirm any findings found the first time and 
provide further insights to the cohort being analyzed. 
In addition, it should provide a larger ST-JP corpus to 
compare against the comparison corpora.
Conclusion
In summary, a number of personal pronouns 
and sentence initial coordinating conjunctions were 
found to be present in the ST-JP. Furthermore, the 
personal pronoun ‘I’ and sentence initial coordi-
nating conjunctions ‘And’, ‘So’ and ‘But’ were found 
to be over-used in the ST-JP compared to the BAWE 
and under-used compared to the ICLE-JP. However, 
the results for ‘I’ and ‘But’ were not found to be 
statistically significant even though occurrences were 
found to be present in the ST-JP corpus. In short, the 
language features described above were overused and 
learners wanting make their writing more ‘academic’, 
and their teachers, would want to reduce this.
The ‘local learner corpora’ approach used in the 
present study was found to be somewhat effective in 
identifying informal features of the academic writing 
of the participants. While the results were not always 
statistically significant, the approach taken high-
lighted the frequency and nature of these linguistics 
features. It also allowed for comparisons to be made 
between other corpora giving a clearer understanding 
than what would have be gained from only analyzing 
frequencies and concordance lines.
Future research on this area could focus on 
increasing the size of the ST-JP corpus to determine 
whether the findings in the present study can be vali-
dated. In addition, further research into how partici-
pants have expressed their own opinions in the ST-JP 
corpus may enable a greater understanding of the use 
of ‘I think’.
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Appendix 1
Table 4: ST-JP relative to ICLE-JP (untimed)








   
me - 34.16
us - 71.42




Table 5: ICLE-JP (untimed) relative to BAW








   
me + 158.33
us + 221.13
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